The 'Colm Cille's Spiral' is a project involving artists, writers and scholars from across all the countries of the British Isles in which I took part in 2013. Conceived as a collaboration between practising artists and scholars in the academy, Difference Exchange, an arts agency, and King's College London, engaged the collaboration of groups from Derry, Dublin, Glasgow, Llandeilo and Lichfield, and London. The investigation and production of art and scholarly work was set to address 'the apparently remote history of a sixth century monk (St Columba/Colmcille).
perhaps in search of a similar type of inspiration that the project Colm Cille's Spiral set out in search of the legacy of the saint for artists, writers and scholars today. Sharpe tells us however, that through history such inspiration has mutated in its forms, 'The image of the saint is a many-sided one because in different ages he was seen as representing different ideals.' 11 It's no surprise then that in this current day return to the legacy of Colmcille, in the Colm Cille's Spiral project, the terminology used to describe and categorise the various different aspects of the investigation and work mixes recourse to ancient concepts like peregrination, convocation and meditation, and also leans heavily on very recent critical discourse, particularly that of Gilles Deleuze in using the idea of the 'spiral' and the 'fold' as structural themes to underpin and manage the translation of the far flung spatial and temporal aspects of the project into a coherent unity. 12 Yet perhaps there are yet other, more 'traditional' concepts and critiques of settlement and organisation in space which can also
give access to the principles at work in specific spatio-temporal zones. It is thus that I
propose to prepare my own curving path towards the material by beginning my meditation here with an original, and perhaps somewhat unexpected analogy between the socio-spatial dynamic of the Columban early Christian world and that of the seventeenth century Baroque age.
Geometry
In Christian Norberg-Schulz's description of the Baroque Age (seventeenth century) we see how the unified, absolutist and hierarchically ordered cosmos of the Renaissance 13 is fragmented and diversified. The baroque conception of the universe is ushered in with upheaval in numerous fields: the Protestant Reformation of North Europe splits Christianity apart; the rise of France as a European political power, and of England and Holland as trading nations complicates the geopolitical map; and the scientific revolutions of
Copernicus and Newton see a new expansive spatial conception of the universe. From a unified world with one system and one centre, a world of proportion and the static calm rationality of the Renaissance, we move to a pluralistic world with a necessary complex set of relations between religions, cities, countries, stars and planets in the heavens above. As
Norberg Schulz writes
The new world of the seventeenth century, therefore, may be called 'pluralistic' in so far as it offered man a choice between different alternatives, be they religious, philosophical, economic or political.
14 That this baroque world of 'alternatives' can be read in the visual and spatial arts of the time constitutes the thrust of Norberg-Schulz's critical work. And this can perhaps best be read in a contrast between the iconic figure of the Renaissance Vitruvian Man --where man is placed, as a measure of all things, at the centre and focus of the perfect ideal forms, the circle and the square, with the favoured form of the baroque artist (and scientist like Newton), the ellipse, which by virtue of its two foci points is, unlike the circle or the square, dynamised and always in tension between those two points, never at rest. Again as
Norberg-Schulz writes
In this infinite world movement and force are of prime importance … Geometry, therefore is the appropriate tool for understanding the world. Whereas the geometrically ordered universe of the Renaissance was closed and static, Baroque thought makes it open and dynamic.
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The text
To what extent can such a baroque spatio-temporal model be of use to current day artists, writers and scholars as a paradigm against which to map cultural developments of another age and society? 16 The Colm Cille's Spiral project was set up to examine structures, realities, grounds, resonances and residues of the 'extreme past' in the form of sixth-century Colmcille or St Columba, and his legacy. In a purely formal sense, we might say, the project was organised as a type of Baroque reality with centres of activity -'knots'-distributed in multiple locations around the British Isles, and relations between them stretching like forces of tension across the map. It is however, the era of Colmcille itself that is to be compared with the Baroque era here, and hopefully some insight discovered and parallels drawn. For the case can be made that the environment into which the saint was born and grew to maturity was just as 'pluralistic' in Norberg Schulz's sense of 'religious, philosophical, economic or political' upheaval as was the Baroque age. Christianity spread across Ireland and mainland Britain, but it still existed -in tension -alongside a more ancient paganism.
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There was also great political upheaval with the competition by various factions for control of royal Tara, including the Uí Néill. 18 In fact Colmcille himself belonged to that royal and political dynasty, and he took part in their battles and power struggles in the north of 21 The form of the Christianity that Colmcille, as a ' vibrant representative of a reformist philosophical movement bent on the reinvigoration of monasticsm' 22 practised in the sixth-century has also been often characterised as significant historically for its heterodoxy of observances and ritual. Again
Fraser is sceptical … its distinctiveness from other modes of thought and its occasional clashes with them, must not be confused with alienation from the wider church. 23 This Christianity was thriving as an ascetic monasticism, with direct roots in North Africa and the Middle East, and thus with its rhizomic mode of organisation and propagation. Yet it was not merely an eccentric , remote and exhausted form of Christianity that was ultimately absorbed by a more vigorous Rome. The influence of those years spent isolated on little islands dotted across the vast ocean can arguably be felt in an enduring new approach to the Christian word, as seen in the beautiful texts they produced. For those monks, non-native speakers of Latin language from an island that was never part of the Roman Empire, were the first scribes to insert space -and indeed, punctuation -between the words in a Latin sentence thus 'In principium erat verbum', for until then all the words of a Latin script were just run together and known as scriptio continua. 24 The Irish monks' texts thus constituted a textual version of the physical topologies they inhabited, where the words were isolated and discrete on the broad sea of the empty page, and the decorative 'passion' inscribed in each 'verbum' was to be taken on its own, at one time.
In terms of the Baroque model as described by Norberg-Schulz, we can see how the tensions as described above which run through society and its dealings -tensions dynastic, political, religious, cultural, theological and linguistic -dynamise it, and give it that appearance of 'fire and passion'. 25 In a similar way to the Baroque era, the dynamic is evidently incorporated in their material production and their art. We see the swirling multicoloured intricate designs of their gospels -Kells, Durrow, and later Deer and Lindisfarne -where prominent motifs like the triskele, with its connected spirals on three foci which arguably make for a more infinitely restless figure than even the Baroque ellipse.
The Space
I would propose however, in my meditation, that there is a more fundamental ground upon which this society with its variegated forms and tense dynamics are sustained. This ground is an ecological one, where ecology is understood as a natural environment and the spatial and temporal relationships between the elements in that environment. art, politics and war, and as will be seen below, in song, dance, and literature too. That's not to say that 'constant contact' and 'network' of communications meant that all was literally plain sailing, for the ocean crossings could be very dangerous despite skilled seamanship (as, again, will be described below) and individual settlements could easily be cut off by rough conditions. Adomnán recounts in his Life of the saint how only brother monks could attend
Colmcille's funeral because Iona (at merely hundreds of yards from the shore of Mull) was cut off by bad weather for three days on end.
Nonetheless, the pilgrimage , or more properly, peregrinatio, the leaving home and going out into exile on an aesthetic spiritual quest was very much a part of the way of life for early Christian holy men. Columbanus, Patrick and Brendan are all famed for their peregrinatio.
Sharpe says,
Pilgrimage outside one's native district had a strong devotional attraction in the Ireland of St Columba, and pilgrimage overseas was regarded as a sign of greater dedication and devotion than pilgrimage within Ireland. 29 It is difficult to tell (pace Sharpe) whether Colmcille went on peregrinatio as a penitential act, or whether it was just as a conventional rite of passage, or routine duty as a holy man.
Even if Colmcille, as based in Iona, had not gone beyond Gaeldom, he was outside Ireland itself, and there is record of him visiting various other islands (Oronsay, Skye, Eigg, and perhaps Tiree) as well as peninsulas (Ardnamurchan), before he travelled on to mainland
Scotland as a missionary to the Picts. This custom of travelling out beyond the home and into isolated, unknown and remote zones was one which the Irish had learned under influence of the tradition of the earlier Christian desert fathers and hermits of Syria and Egypt, and it was a tradition which adapted well to the volatile native ecology where the stability required for an episcopal organisation was difficult to establish. In a sense these lonely high seas, barren hillsides, moors and bogs, through which Colmcille and other holy men travelled in search of meditation, spiritual purity and converts, were the Scots-Irish deserts.
Song and Dance
The They accompany in the Highlands every action which can be done in equal time with an appropriate strain, which has, they say, not much meaning, but its effects are regularity and cheerfulness. The ancient procleusmatick song, by which the rower of gallies were animated, may be supposed to have been of this kind.
34
Examination of the Journals could arguably lead the reader to the conclusion that of all the places they visited on the western seaboard, Raasay offered them the most lively and enjoyable of experiences. After an evening of dance and music there Boswell wrote 'Dr
Johnson was so delighted with the scene, that he said, 'I know not how we shall get away'.
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And Johnson himself writes of the dancing which took place in the hall there (nowadays a ping-pong room) 'Nor did ever fairies trip with such alacrity'. 36 At a later date in their trip Boswell describes a dance in which he takes part, and which incorporates in its rhythms, sounds, and movements symbols of life on land and sea in its political, civil and historical realities and represents them in time and space:
In the evening the company danced as usual. We performed, with much activity, a dance which, I suppose, the emigration from Sky has occasioned. They call it 'America'. Each of the couples, after the common involutions and evolutions, successively whirls round in a circle, till all are in motion; and the dance seems intended to shew how emigration catches, till a whole neighbourhood is set afloat.
Mrs MacKinnon told me that last year when a ship sailed from Portree to America, the people on shore were almost distracted when they saw their relations go off; they lay down on the ground, tumbled and tore the grass with their teeth.
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It is clear that for these Highlanders, in the post 1745 collapse of their society, NorbergSchulz's observation on the Baroque age that 'In this infinite world movement and force are of prime relevance' has its own special analogous applicability. But unlike the Baroque and the Columban age, for these illiterate peasants it is not geometry and design, but dance, music and song that is the 'appropriate tool' for both understanding and coming to terms with their 'pluralistic' eighteenth century world.
Poetry
Of course the eighteenth century brought its own particular social, political and religious upheaval to Highland life, but there are enduring aspects to the ecological dynamic of the politics of this place, and to the modes of inhabiting this environment, which are perhaps most apparent when we read the literature written by people here across the ages. There is for example a noticeable quality of closeness to nature and particularly an affinity and sympathy for animals, which is seen at once in the descriptions of Columba's treatment and 
An àibheis uile làn bhòcan
Air an cràgadh 42 The whole sea was a foul porridge Gruesome to hear 43 There are, of course, obvious differences between the texts. One is written in eighteenth century Gaelic vernacular, the other in seventh century Church Latin. One is written in the lyrical form of the long poem, the other is part of a prose hagiography -though both are 'traditional' forms with many precedents in their respective literary cultures. 44 As regards the content, one journey, Derry-Iona, is much shorter than the other, and made by holy men for religious purposes. The other gives us no clue as to the business for which Gaels from the Outer Hebrides are sailing to the North of Ireland. The earlier sailing is made in a primitive vessel probably constructed of hide and wicker, 45 the latter one is a timber sailing boat.
There are also several striking similarities in the texts. Both make great play of seamanship and the centrality of journeying on the sea to their way of life. They both have dramatic passages detailing a storm at sea and its effect on the vessel and its passengers. Clancy and
Markus note in their study of the medieval poetry in the Iona tradition that the image is a common one, which may have its origin in the Gospel story of Jesus saving his disciples in a stormy sea crossing. 46 They go on to say:
The vulnerability of a sailor in a frail boat on the open sea is an eloquent symbol of the Christian life and Irish writers made full use of it. But the sea voyage was clearly far more than a literary device. Countless Irish Christians, seeking to follow Christ more closely through asceticism and abandonment of earthly security, were to seek him as wanderers and exiles. Such exile, for the people of these islands, would often mean a quite literal entrusting of one's life to the waves and to the mercy of God. 
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(Where there is a cow there is a woman, and where there is a woman there is trouble.)
Hence cows would attract women (ie dairy maids) and as women should be kept away from the monks for reasons of spiritual purity, then no cows should be allowed on the island
either. Yet things might not be so straightforward as they seem there: the cow of the proverb could in fact be interpreted as a pre-christian symbol of the mother goddess, and the matriarchal cult. John MacInnes writes of several sites he knows of in Gaeldom today (Scottish and Irish) which are named after 'mythological cows or cow goddesses' and which signal these places as of 'importance in pagan times as a centre of religious activity.' 53 In that case the stricture regarding cows and an evident bigotry and superstition against women can be understood as an enduring resonance from the era of Christian efforts to supersede and subsequently suppress paganism in these lands. Yet would the adoption of such a stance in interpreting that folk material not be to project and impose the needs and truths of our own age, as regards the historical oppression of women, on the material?
Clancy and Markus note that Colmcille himself in his attempts to find peace for prayer and meditation was already 'frustrated' even in remote Iona by crowds of visiting pilgrims, and the building of the vallum or wall around the wooden monastery enclosure in those days was meant to keep not just women, but 'laymen' and all other non-clergy out. 54 The picture is further complicated by Clancy and Markus's reading of a connection between the protection afforded to women by both Adomnán (in his laws protecting the vulnerable from harm in warfare) and Colmcille (several passages in the Life recount of a 'kind of manifesto for the social programme of his monastery'), and its cult of devotion to the Blessed Virgin as seen not only depicted in their holy books, but also on the sculptures still extant on Iona.
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The intention here is thus not to demonstrate a cultural stasis, an absolute identity of the creative forms of life and of the scope for expression (here in literature) across 1200 years.
But nonetheless environmental factors -meteorological, topological, geological and maritime contexts-endure, and a grounding of human poetic, spiritual, practical and political endeavours and their traces and effects have a long history of engagement with that environment. If Colm Cille's Spiral is to uncover 'connections' to the 'remote past' then is that not to usher the new in together with the old? An authentic way to set out on such an endeavour might be to recreate the monastic peregrination to an isolated location with an active crew of ten women and eight men.
The figure
After such analysis however, the question remains about whether we are any closer to understanding the actual legacy of the sixth century monk called Colmcille. When Clancy and Markus say of Colmcille that 'by the time of his death he already had an incomparable reputation for just these virtues', they mean by that latter word 'wisdom, learning and holiness'. They also say his 'achievement was monumental', yet my 'ecological' analysis here attempts to account directly for the cultural developments as environmental effects of factors social, political, topographical and meteorological. Several deeply troubling questions arise here. Are we not, by adopting a critical stance similar to Norberg-Schulz, simply falling foul of Woelfflin's criticism of 'summarising long periods of time under concepts of a very general kind'? How is it possible with a critical approach to get at the personal and spiritual legacy of one person from a very long time ago? And, is it too naïve to ask if there is no place for the subject in such an objective account: is 'man', as Woelfflin says, to be 'regarded purely as a form-experiencing creature, enjoying, tiring, demanding fresh stimuli, not as a real and vital being' 56 ? Perhaps it is only by changing our very language, by imagining our way, via art and poetry that we can say something that otherwise would not be possible here?
It is just such a dilemma as that faced by Thomas Carlyle in his attempts to uncover certain kinds of truths. As a young writer he had been working as a critic, but in 1829 with the writing of the essay 'Signs of the Times' he reached a crisis point, where he realised that this critical prose only touches on externalities, and that in his nineteenth century industrial Age, 'Men are grown mechanical in head and heart, as well as in hand.' 57 Carlyle sets up a contrast between the 'mechanical' approach, and the 'dynamic' approach, which latter takes account of the inner life, the spirit. In outline of this dilemma he specifically opposes the critical and the religious/spiritual conception of life:
To the eye of a Smith, a Hume or a Constant, all is well that works quietly. An order of Ignatius Loyola, a Presbyterianism of John Knox, a Wickliffe, or a Henry the Eighth are simply so many mechanical phenomena, caused or causing. 58 Carlyle is nonetheless aware in his setting up of the antagonistic dualism between the 'dynamic' and the 'mechanical' principles, that 'undue cultivation' of the dynamic would lead to 'superstition and fanaticism' 59 . In 'Signs of the Times' he is, however, unable to do more than preach a critical discourse to us about the necessity for a greater development of the dynamic principle. It is not until a few years later, after much work and study that 
Conclusion and Coda
There is no settled critical agreement on the value of Flaubert's St Antony in comparison with a more realist work like Madame Bovary, and all ultimately depends on one's view of the relative value of objective and subjective truths. In a significant way this was also the crux for much of the interdisciplinary discussion in the Colm Cille's Spiral group. For academics and scholars in the group were intrigued -and often baffled -both by the artists' use of the word and concept 'practice' to describe their professional work, and how that work often seemed to place the artists themselves, their person, and often even their body, at the centre of the investigation of a distinct historical phenomenon. As seen in the work of Carlyle and Flaubert however, one of the vital functions of art is its performance of an ongoing negotiation, and repair of the divide, between the object in history and subject which experiences it. In that sense is not the production of art itself a most humane and ethical operation, as a seeking to balance emotional needs and imaginative creations with historical facts and conceptual necessity? Hence writers and artists are able to construct an authentic relation to a fragmented and buried distant past by staging those vestigial cultural forms that are bequeathed to us in their own way, like Carlyle's French Revolution, or even more so, like Flaubert's St Anthony. And the connection made through their artistic work is to a 'vital being' rather than to a merely historical 'form-experiencing creature'.
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Thus, for example, one artist in the Glasgow group of Colm Cille's Spiral, Jessica Ramm, put herself in Colmcille's shoes in a very literal way which could lend the viewer of the film she exhibited some new understandings of the existential condition of the peregrinatio in this particular ecology. One legend has it that having promised he would not set foot on Irish soil again, Colmcille, on his actual return to visit that island, strapped Scottish peats to the soles of his feet, so that he did not walk into dishonesty. 65 Jessica (see a still from her film at the head of the article) cut peats, strapped them to her feet and filmed herself walking along. She later wrote of this work that in general the walk of an exile is 'awkward and repetitive' but that an exile 'must make audacious arrangements for return'. Of Colmcille, she noted after her walk, that his feet must have been 'heavy with the weight of penance.' Another of the artists, Caroline Dear, noted that the Gaelic name for Iona is 'I' -as in 'I Cholm Chille'. That is undoubtedly an objective fact, yet it struck her also that the word 'I' is one which, in English at any rate, many academics are constantly striving to efface from their objective, scholarly work. Caroline also knew of the legend that since he came to Iona, Colmcille had never once had anything other than Scottish soil under his feet -not even when he returned to Ireland . So she gathered some peat, made a thick solution in rainwater, and smeared, in giant size, the word 'I' onto the gallery wall. In effect, this was her own dirty Insular protest, for here she was, a woman from Skye, making a work on the mainland in Glasgow. That solitary word, isolated there on the wall is also of course the first letter of the Gospel of St John, and as such was inscribed and decorated after their own fashion by the monks of Iona in the so-called Book of Kells. Caroline's art work is entitled 'The Nature of I'. I made it from the very earth upon which Colmcille walked, Caroline said
factually. Yet that 'I' could not be written in scholarly discourse, could it now? 69 
